
An American Treasure

Glaciers crushed bedrock into a floury silt, and deposited these sediments on the 
Missouri River floodplain.  Westerly winds carried the fine soil into steep loess 
dunes. Only western Iowa and the Yellow River valley in China can boast of towering 
dunes of loess soil more than 200 feet deep.  Iowa's Loess Hills extend in a narrow 
two to ten mile wide band that skirts the Missouri River valley along Iowa's western 
border.  The rugged landscape, unique climate and soil conditions provide habitat for 
a number of rare and unusual native plant and animal communities.

Born of Ice, Water, and Wind 
Loess, which rhymes with bus, is German for 
“loose soil.” Because the grains are angular, loess 
often stands in steep or vertical faces for years 
without slumping. When saturated, it turns into 
“sugar clay” and erodes 
dramatically.  

Peak-and-saddle hills at Sylvan Runkel State Preserve.

Cat-steps are natural terraces that form when hillside loess 
slumps into step-like ledges. 

Terraced Hillsides
A vertical road cut on Olive Avenue near 

Preparation Canyon State Park in Monona County.

What's in a Name?

The Loess Hills National 
Scenic BywayTM is a 220 
mile paved route through 
the Loess Hills.  The 16 
excursion loops make up 
an additional 185 miles 
(some gravel) for the 
more adventuresome!


